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1 To pronounce distinctly; to utter, give utterance
to; to express in words.
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Winner of the 2001 Robert T. Wilson Award for Scholarly Writing:
The Spectre of Marriage:
Gender Discomfort in Much Ado About Nothing
Robyn Bowers '02
William Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing,
ostensibly a romantic comedy about falling in love
Renaissance-style, does in fact make much out of its
own language. Nowhere do language and wit, or the
ability to use language, figure more heavily into
Shakespeare's characterization than in the lovely
Verona of the play. Thus, the topic of wit in the play
has received its due attention. So, too, has the topic of
gender difference been addressed. These areas— lan-
guage and gender— seem to be inseparable in Much
Ado About Nothing. Many scholars have argued for this
connection: Carol Cook makes clear Beatrice's appro-
priation of masculine privilege in speech through her
use of wit; Michael Friedman suggests that the mar-
riage of Beatrice and Benedick figuratively and liter-
ally silences her; Harry Berger Jr. examines the views
of Hero and Beatrice concerning marriage and how
those views are communicated through language. Two
conclusions seem to be rather unanimous: one, ability
in wit and language is the single key factor in the play
which determines the character's social rank and suc-
cess within the hierarchy of Verona1; and two, language
is characterized as a phallic, penetrating force2. Thus,
Beatrice's ability in wit—equaled only by Benedick—
is in effect an act of appropriation of masculine privi-
lege on her part.
In this essay, I intend to continue this interroga-
tion of language as a signifier of gender difference;
however, I use "difference" as indicating "distance"—
the distance between the idealized masculine and femi-
nine gender codes of Verona and the positionalities of
Benedick and Beatrice, respectively. The language of
the play closely allies Beatrice and Benedick in the open-
ing scenes through common images and, more impor-
tantly, as removed from their respective gender codes.
What follows in the action of the play is the deception
of friends which eventually reveals the true feelings of
each and paves the way for the marriage of the two. It
is at this point that Cook argues for the affirmation of
the "masculine ethos" by Beatrice and that Friedman
suggests that Beatrice is "silenced" by marriage. I, how-
ever, would like to argue that, just as they are pushed
into love by their friends, Beatrice and Benedick are
pushed into gender codes by the spectre of marriage;
the expression of this involuntarily assumed (gendered)
position is found in Beatrice's fervent description of
herself in opposition to man and Benedick's constant
identification of his masculine privilege—once centered
in language and wit—with his sword.
The coupling of Beatrice and Benedick in Act
Four comes as no surprise to the audience. The two are
tied together by similar images and by the distance they
maintain from the idealized gender codes of the soci-
ety as manifested by Hero and Claudio. This connec-
tion begins in very first scene of the play, as both state
their aversion to love. Benedick's declaration of "Then
is courtesy a turncoat. But it is certain I am loved of all
ladies, only you excepted; and I would I could find in
my heart that I had not a hard heart, for truly I love
none" is answered quickly by Beatrice: "A dear happi-
ness to women! They would else have been troubled
with a pernicious suitor. I thank God and my cold
blood, I am of your humour for that" (I.ii.110-116). Ironi-
cally, Beatrice and Benedick find common ground in
their resistance to love. Logically equipped with wit as
a defense mechanism to support this resistance, the two
unwittingly use some of the same language. Both in-
voke the name of Adam—though different people sig-
nified by that name—within two scenes of each other
(Benedick, I.ii.230, and Beatrice, II.i.55). We must also
note that the most overt way that Beatrice and Benedick
are connected, through a shared ability in language and
wit, is pointed out specifically for each character.
Beatrice identifies herself in ILi, saying, "I was born to
speak all mirth and no matter" (296); Benedick is iden-
tified by Pedro in Il.iii: "I will only be bold with
Benedick for his company; for, from the crown of his
head to the sole of his foot, he is all mirth" (7-9).
It is true that Beatrice and Benedick are allied to-
gether outside of a society concerned with—now that
the war is over—love and marriage. In banding to-
gether as dissident, the two create necessary distances
from their respective gender codes of the society of
Verona. Considering the importance of marriage, noted
by Guido Ruggiero in "Marriage, Love, Sex and Civic
Morality," simply the resistance of Beatrice and
Benedick to love would justify their alienation from
society (10). However, I wish to go beyond this in or-
1 See especially Elliot Krieger, "Social Relations and the Social Order in Much Ado About Nothing" William McCollom, 'The
Role of Wit in Much Ado About Nothing," and Carl Dennis, 'The Role of Wit in Much Ado About Nothing."
2 See especially Carol Cook, "The Sign and Semblance of Her Honor': Reading Gender Difference in Much Ado About Noth-
ing" and Michael Friedman, '"Hush'd on Purpose to Grace Harmony': Wives and Silence in Much Ado
About Nothing"
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der to examine how specifically the two establish dis- definitions of her gender. Benedick identifies her as
tance between themselves and the idealized version of "possessed with a fury" in Li (170), Antonio calls her
their respective genders—for the purposes of this pa- "too curst" for a husband (II.i.18), and Beatrice herself
per, Claudio and Hero. Returning from the war in glory, declares "Adam's sons are my brethren, and truly I hold
Claudio appears to exemplify the curious paradox of it a sin to match in my kindred" (II.i.55-56). The most
Renaissance masculinity: he places priority on male obvious sign of Beatrice's gender transgression, how-
friendship and honor but also pursues marriage as key ever, comes in her speech. Benedick notes of Beatrice,
to attaining full social status. Directly after question- "She speaks poniards, and every word stabs" (II.i.222-
ing Pedro about Leonato's heirs, Claudio allows him- 223). Beatrice's language has assumed a phallic nature,
self to slip into love: "But now that I am returned and a notion shared by Cook: "The vocal Beatrice refuses
that war-thoughts / Have left their places vacant, in the subjection of femininity, of castration, by placing
their rooms / Come thronging soft and delicate desires" herself among the men and wielding phallic wit as ag-
(I.i.269-271). By affirming and celebrating Claudio's gressively as they" (190).4 With talk of marriage and
feelings in the lines that follow, Pedro identifies love who is suitable constantly flying about Verona, Beatrice
as a masculine concern after all and, more importantly, and Benedick also manage to distance themselves from
figures it as a conquest: "Thou wilt be like a lover pres- their gender codes simply by choosing one another,
ently / And tire the hearer with a book of words ... I Benedick should desire a wife like Hero, one who ap-
will break with her and with her father, / And thou pears to be silent and deferential. Beatrice should de-
shalt have her" (I.i.274-278)3 Although held, I think, as sire a husband like Claudio, one who can fluctuate be-
the standard to which all masculinity is judged in the tween the roles of merchant, soldier and lover and
play, Claudio at least presents some complexities, approach each with ideas of conquest. It seems clear
Hero—perhaps with the single exception of Act Three, that the opening scenes of the play figure Beatrice and
does not speak enough to be character- Benedick as transgressors of their respective genders;scene on
ized as other than the virtuous maid. Here I agree with
Cook in that "[Hero] becomes, in effect, a sign to be
read and interpreted by others" (194).
In addition to showing resistance to love and
marriage, Benedick is figured by others as occupying a
different position than that of Claudio. Beatrice identi-
fies him as a "stuffed man" in the first scene (51); Pedro
calls him an "obstinate heretic" a page later (I.i.208).
allied in their differences, they experience a different
type of alienation as soon as they begin to be pushed
together by societal forces.
Beatrice and Benedick begin to be pushed into
love by Pedro's realization that "[Beatrice] were an ex-
cellent wife for Benedick" and his subsequent plan to
make the two fall in love with one another (II.i.313).
The two scenes where first Benedick and then Beatrice
And, ironically, Benedick is presented as the man who are tricked into believing the other has fallen for them
is most afraid of a constant concern in the play, are telling. Not only is the speech of each manipu-
cuckoldry. Whereas Claudio is the character who even- lated—the tricksters blatantly put words in their
tually takes action against the suggestion of cuckoldry,
it is Benedick who is most often the object of jokes and
who expresses loudly the danger women present to
male honor. Cook interprets this as a sign of Benedick's
vulnerability, stating,
Benedick's lines figure emasculation, or the loss of
masculine privilege, in two ways: as a literal, physi-
cal castration and as a concomitant loss of mascu-
line prerogative in language. In becoming a cuck-
old, a man relinquishes his role as the teller of jokes,
the manipulator, reader, and subject of language,
and falls instead to the woman's position as the ob-
ject of jokes, the silent, legible sign. (189)
Benedick's relinquishing of the "masculine pre-
rogative in language" turns the critical lens on the one
who takes control of that prerogative, Beatrice. Like
mouths—but the very identity of each is manipulated.
In Act Two, scene three, Beatrice is figured as quite the
picture of womanly despair and suffering: "Then down
upon her knees she falls, weeps, sobs, beats her heart,
tears her hair, prays, curses—'O sweet Benedick! God
give me patience!'" (138-140). Here Beatrice appears to
have no ability to speak for herself—she must only pray
and be patient. She, as opposed to the confident woman
who trades jests with men, is reduced to feminine irra-
tionality. Benedick as well suffers from the manipula-
tion of his identity. In Act Three, scene two, he is named
"the only man of Italy" (92); following that, Hero re-
ports that "Indeed he hath an excellent good name" (98).
Thus, Benedick has gone from being terrified of
cuckoldry—a fear which severely questions his man-
hood—to being called a "man." As well, the fact thatBenedick, Beatrice is figured outside of the conventional
3David Kutcha, in his article 'The Semiotics of Renaissance Masculinity," discusses male display and friendship and claims
that the code of masculinity in the Renaissance would have allowed for the effeminancy of the courtier (such as Claudio)
without drawing the suspicion of homosexuality (234).
4 Much more could be written about Beatrice's appropriation of masculine language. I have chosen to not spend a great
amount of time on it here in favor of moving on to newer claims about the text. However, in addition to Cook's article, Juliet
Reming's 'Dictionary English and the Female Tongue," Elizabeth Harvey's Ventriloquized Voices and Maureen Quilligan's
"Staging Gender: William Shakespeare and Elizabeth Gary" are useful.
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Benedick has a "good name" immediately identifies his
situation with that of Claudio, who asked about
Leonato's heirs before committing to Hero. It is at this
point in the play that the gender of Beatrice and
Benedick seems to be taken from their hands. The two,
now seen as a couple, begin to be judged by the play in
terms of gender. Transgression is thrust into the fore-
ground of the play as Beatrice and Benedick experi-
ence tension within their new roles.
This tension erupts in the conversation of Beatrice
and Benedick in Act Four, scene one, and it is this scene
on which I will concentrate here. After Claudio's accu-
sation of Hero, Beatrice and Benedick, left alone on
stage, reveal their love for one another in the midst of
Benedick's attempts to mitigate Beatrice's anguish.
When Benedick refuses to kill Claudio for Beatrice, her
frustration pours forth: "O that I were a man! What?
bear her in hand until they come to take hands, and
then with public accusation, uncovered slander, unmiti-
gated rancor—O God, that I were a man! I would eat
his heart in the market place" (IV.i.298-302). A few lines
later, she explodes once more: "O that I were a man for
his sake! or that I had any friend who would be a man
for my sake! But manhood is melted into cursies, valor
into compliment, and men are only turned into tongue,
and trim ones too" (IV.i.312-315). By establishing her-
self for the first time in the play as in opposition to
masculinity, Beatrice does a curious thing. In stating
"O that I were a man," she clearly identifies herself as
not a man; however, she simultaneously constructs
masculinity in a way that excuses her tendency to ap-
propriate masculine language. Beatrice constructs mas-
culinity in terms of action, not words—she tells
Benedick, when he offers his hand in love, to "Use it
for my love some other way than swearing by it"
(FV.i.320). In her view, language and wit are not part of
masculinity. This distinction leaves a space for Beatrice
both to claim privilege in language and to maintain the
necessary label of femininity. The audience, however,
sees all of this as jarring. The version of masculinity
constructed by the play itself does include wordplay
as a prerequisite. Thus, Beatrice's version falls flat; the
audience is struck by the paradox of a woman who, in
claiming femininity by virtue of opposition to mascu-
linity, speaks out to create her own version of mascu-
linity. In short, if Beatrice is truly feminine and thus
supposedly silent, how can she claim the privilege to
construct masculinity?
Carol Cook also notes this tension in Beatrice, but
reads this scene as key to understanding how the "mas-
culine ethos" of Verona is affirmed by Beatrice's out-
burst. Cook calls the outburst an expression of "dogged,
brutal, irrational masculinity which "echoes the mas-
culine revenge ethic voiced earlier" (196). I agree that
Beatrice does, in fact, still appropriate male privilege
to make this speech—she does not create a feministic
agenda. But I argue that, even in letting this "mascu-
line ethos" go unchallenged, Beatrice makes known
gender boundaries by setting herself up in opposition
to masculinity and then flagrantly appropriating the
privilege of language once more.
Benedick does not express the tensions associated
with his new role—that of one in love—as explicitly as
Beatrice. Accustomed to portraying his masculinity
through his wit, Benedick is forced (literally by
Beatrice's invocation and figuratively by the demands
of love) to transfer his male power to his sword, easily
translated into his phallus. In Act Five, scene one,
Benedick challenges Claudio for the honor of Hero, and
Claudio asks him, "Wilt thou use thy wit?" (124).
Benedick answers "It is in my scabbard. Shall I draw
it?" (V.i.125). Once Claudio and Pedro realize that
Benedick is serious, they immediately credit the change
in their friend to Beatrice. Claudio remarks that
Benedick's seriousness must be "for the love of Beatrice"
(V.i.189); Pedro observes, "What a pretty thing man is
when he goes in his doublet and hose and leaves off
his wit!" (V.i.192-193). Thus, here the audience sees
Benedick asserting his masculinity, rather stiffly, with
threats of the sword rather than language. In the ideol-
ogy of the play, as Berger states, Benedick should not
have to alter his behavior because of love: "Man, how-
ever, was not born for wedlock" (312). The fact that
Benedick immediately starts to enact a hyper-mascu-
line persona is, just like Beatrice's case, jarring to the
audience. Far from expecting a transfer of phallic power
from language to the sword from Benedick, the audi-
ence does not expect such a switch from anyone in the
play.
There are many problems with this analysis. For
instance, Benedick's masculinity at the end of the play
could possibly be characterized as hyper-masculinity;
yet, it is not a masculinity that seems to be encouraged
by the majority of the play. Rather, it is clearly a mas-
culinity that is dictated by Beatrice. As for Beatrice, the
question of whether she is silenced—as Michael Fried-
man claims—or not by marriage looms (351). And what,
if any, role does the presence of deception figure into
the play? Would Beatrice and Benedick be forced into
new, uncomfortable gender roles if they had come to
love on their own terms? Regardless of the answer to
these questions, the gender role tension that occurs
when Beatrice and Benedick are coupled remains. Carol
Cook maintains that
it is another question whether Benedick and Beatrice
represent a challenge or an alternative to Messina's
limitations. Different as they are in style from
Claudio and Hero, Benedick and Beatrice are of a
piece with their world; there is no world elsewhere
in this play—even their irony cannot create one, for
it participates in the assumptions that shape
Messina. (200)
Perhaps—but certainly Shakespeare, in allowing
this gender tension to surface with the advent of mar-
riage, challenges readers to question the assumptions
which shape his or her world.
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Ideal Darlings and Ministering Angels: Spheres of Action for Northern Women
During the Civil War
Nina Clements '01
Although the Victorian women Anne C. Rose re-
searched and included in her book, Victorian America
and the Civil War, "were unusually affluent and accom-
plished/' Rose remarked with surprise that so "much
of their work remained family-centered, unpaid, and
repetitive by virtue of rendering service rather than pro-
gressive in the sense of forwarding personal and pub-
lic advancement" (70). This statement contradicts the
assumption of many scholars that the Civil War af-
forded women the opportunity to leap "from their
sphere" and become more integrated into the public,
and typically male, realm (Massey 3). This notion of a
more fully integrated publicsphere coincides with the
purported weakening of class and gender stratification,
which many attributed to the increase of industrializa-
tion, as well as to other effects of the war. However,
although northern women's participation in the pub-
lic sphere increased during the Civil War, their partici-
pation was in many cases only an extension of their
domestic ideologies, and therefore women were sub-
ject to the same regulations and restrictions of the do-
mestic sphere.
Rather than view women's activities and involve-
ment in the United States Sanitary Commission as
proto-feminist labor (as the majority of that labor was
still unpaid), several of the authors represented in this
essay view those efforts as merely extensions of their
antebellum organizations, which were usually rooted
in evangelical societies. While the majority of northern
women were content to knit socks for local women's
groups and serve as "nurses" or female superintendents
at Sanitary Commission hospitals, members of the
Woman's National Loyal League, urged for more po-
litical involvement on behalf of women. These women
rejected the Sanitary Commission's call for patriotic
feminine virtue and hoped to use the war as a spring-
board for the advancement of women's rights. The dis-
parities of political and ideological positions of these
white, middle class northern women, made manifest
by their involvement in these two very different patri-
otic organizations, the United States Sanitary Commis-
sion and the Woman's National Loyal League, signal
that despite their similarities of class and race, the war
was not a total homogenizing or unifying force among
them.
I/'Darling Is Ideal:'' Separate Sphere Ideology and
Women's Notions of Domestic Patriotism
Michael Perman explained that "women's abil-
ity to assume new and burdensome responsibilities as
breadwinners and heads of household," was vital to
the war effort. "When they did this," Perman contin-
ues, "women were stepping outside the 'woman's
sphere' to which nineteenth-century men had con-
signed them" (246). During the reign of Victoria, 1837-
1901, both American and British cultures espoused
separate sphere ideology, which decried the home a
sacred place, full of pure, womanly virtue. This sepa-
ration of the public (work) and the private (home)
spheres emphasized the purifying influence of the
home, as sanctified by women, on men who became
subjected to the corruption of business and industry.
While industrialization took men away from the home,
"women began to reign supreme over the day-to-day
activities of the family" (Venet 3). This ideology em-
phasized "women's alleged physical and intellectual
weaknesses," while simultaneously labeling them "as
divinely gifted with the virtues of piety, purity and
domesticity" (Venet 3).
In a diary entry from January 1862, Caroline
Richards, a recent graduate of a small girls' seminary
in New York remarked that "It is wonderful that young
men who have brilliant prospects before them at home,
will offer themselves upon the altar of their country"
(139). While this remark speaks volumes about the sac-
rificial language of war and the indoctrination of sacri-
fice into a national and homogenous ideal, the remark-
able aspect of this diary lies in the juxtaposition of ideas.
For instance, the next sentence contains "Carrie's" de-
scription of her new patriotic stationary, with all the
colors of the flag. This juxtaposition suggests women
like Carrie viewed their own patriotism, this case in
the form of stationary, as parallel to the male sacrifice.
In many ways, Caroline Cowles Richards' diary is rep-
resentative of what it proclaims to describe: "village
life in America." As a girl of twenty, Carrie enjoyed
attending prayer meetings, and other community ac-
tivities, but was more interested in the social aspects of
these functions than anything else. While her diary is
full of large events such as the Emancipation Procla-
mation and both of Lincoln's Inaugural addresses, it is
also full of Mrs. Grundy, the infamously caricatured
upholder of Victorian restraint and propriety. Richards
is equally concerned with the larger events of the war
as she is with local events and gossip—at times the two
become indistinguishable.
While this diary emphasized seemingly private
events, it is important because, like other diaries of the
period, it records the emphasis women placed on the
sanctity of the home. The diaries of Samuel and Rachel
Cormany also emphasized this sanctity. In contrast to
Richards' diary, however, the Cormanys' stake in the
war became more central due to Samuel's enlistment.
Articulate 2001
The diaries began during the courtship of Samuel and
Rachel while at Otterbein and culminated with
Samuel's return at the end of the Civil War, though
perhaps the most interesting entries are those describ-
ing their honeymoon. Within five days' worth of en-
tries, Samuel only refers to Rachel by name once; oth-
erwise she is "Darling" (124-5). In their entries, both
Cormanys emphasize the spiritual link of their mar-
riage, which is a thread that runs throughout the entire
diary, as devotion to spiritual growth and harmony.
Samuel represents Rachel as "darling," and writes elat-
edly that "Darling is Ideal" (125). Rachel's life as an
educated, accomplished and ideal woman, however,
becomes largely restricted to the domestic realm.
Initially, this "darling" describes her post marital
state with Samuel in terms of ownership. In one of the
entries of 1860, she remarked that she does not "regret
[that she has] given [her]self to such a noble man"
coupled with the comment that "I love him more ev-
ery day" (135). While Samuel works as a clerk in his
brother-in-law's store, Rachel and her sister Lydia
"commence the bonnet and dressmaking" of their mil-
linery "business" (135). Interestingly, Samuel works
with his brother-in-law in the front of the store while
Rachel and Lydia work hidden away and unseen in
the private realm. After Samuel enlists in 1862, Rachel's
entries bear even more completely the language of con-
finement.
During his wartime involvement, Rachel does
not enter the public sphere, but continues sewing for
others in order to support herself and her child. Her
place is unquestionably in the private sphere, as she is
literally forced to occupy the "back room" of her
husband's family home. She repeatedly questions this
arrangement in her diary, wondering why she "was
brought here among strangers [and] after a month's
visiting was left here in a town of strangers-in a back
room, among a selfish family, with my babe" (287).
Although Rachel, unlike most southern women, re-
mained sheltered from actual fighting for the duration
of the war, she suffered economically as well as mor-
ally; she interacted with almost no one besides her child
for the remainder of her husband's service.
II. The United States Sanitary Commission: The Ap-
propriate Outlet for Women's Patriotism
According to Mary Livermore, an active officer
of the Northwest Branch of the United States Sanitary
Commission in Chicago, "the Sanitary Commission be-
came the great channel, through which the patriotic be-
neficence of the nation flowed to the army," or rather,
according to Jeannie Attie, it became a "scheme for mo-
bilizing the female home front into a disciplined en-
tity" (Perman 252; Attie 249). President Henry Bellows
further commented that it was through the local aid
societies, which eventually fed into the channel of the
Sanitary Commission that "women rendered their im-
mense service to the national struggle" (Massey 32).
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The development of the Sanitary Commission in 1861
indicated not only a lack of faith in the government's
administrative and medical powers, but also a desire
for women to become involved, on a national level, in
aiding the war.
During its first year, the Sanitary Commission was
one of many relief organizations in the Northwest, com-
peting with local and regional Christian aid societies.
However, after this first year, several of these societies
joined or became auxiliary to the Commission. Despite
the corporate nature of the Commission, it is clear they
played a large role in distributing the much-needed aid
to soldiers in a centralized, efficient fashion. Nurse
Cornelia Hancock wrote to her mother that she "could
do no better than send your box [of supplies] to the
Sanitary Commission People for they do business just
right. And it would amount to just the same thing as
sending it to me for they give me anything I want, even
for the contrabands" (Jaquette 38). Despite this enthu-
siastic commendation of the Commission, however,
Hancock continued to write home asking for specific
items for her own personal use as well as for the sol-
diers under her care. Her mother's packages enabled
her to win the prize nearly every week for the cleanest
ward, and incited other nurses to rage, claiming that
Hancock received an unfair share of supplies, which
implied a scarcity in the face of the Commission's effi-
ciency. Furthermore, this incident illustrated Hancock's
own anxiousness to participate in the centralizing prac-
tice of the Commission as well as her hesitations about
doing so.
Women's participation in aid, or charity work,
was not a phenomenon specific to the Civil War. As
Elizabeth Cady Stanton noted, "women... were accus-
tomed to doing charitable work. Before the war they
had participated widely in religious revivals, in Bible
and track societies, in charity fund-raising on behalf of
orphaned children and fallen women, even intemper-
ance agitation," all of which were rooted in virtuous
ideas of domestic femininity (Venet 101). Mary
Livermore described her time as a leading officer of
the Commission as a "variety of experience not often
gained by a woman" (8). Patriotism, and specifically
the kinds of organized patriotism practiced by the Sani-
tary Commission, "nourished the self-sacrifice of
women, and stimulated to the collection of hospital
supplies and to brave the horrors and hardships of
hospital life" (Livermore 109). As far as Mary Livermore
and other members of the Sanitary Commission were
concerned, this self-sacrificing (and centralizing) pa-
triotism was preferred for women. As "the great chan-
nel, through which beneficence" flowed into the army,
the Commission became the amalgamation of local la-
dies' aid societies and centralized the domestic work
of knitting socks, sewing uniforms, etc. Much of this
"beneficence" received nationally by the Commission
was in fact unpaid, domestic labor.
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In her memoir, Livermore argued that through
this beneficence and self-sacrifice Northern women ex-
perienced, "the fetters of cast and conventionalism
[broke down], and they sat together, patrician and
plebian, Protestant and Catholic, and scraped lint, and
rolled bandages, or made garments for the poorly clad
soldiery" (111). Women who contributed their unpaid
labor, all of which could be done in the privacy of their
homes, or in the society of other "ladies/7 were truly
patriotic. Livermore/s statement does support the idea
that the war, for women, was not only a homogenizing
experience, but also that it provided women with valu-
able experiences which they were able to exercise later
on, towards the goal of enfranchisement. However,
Livermore wrote her memoir in 1889, nineteen years
after the 1870 appearance of the Fifteenth Amendment,
which granted women the right to vote. Considering
her retrospective lens, it is difficult to determine how
deeply Livermore considered women's experiences at
the Sanitary Commission as relevant to the enfranchise-
ment
Livermore linked the initial lack of male organi-
zation in the army and on the battlefield with the lack
of women's organization in relief aid. The local and
regional women's Relief Societies were directly con-
nected to the local regiment and it was "out of this chaos
of individual benevolence and abounding patriotism"
that the Sanitary Commission "finally emerged, with
its carefully elaborated plans and marvelous system'7
(122). Livermore therefore viewed women's patriotism
and the women's sphere as complimentary and paral-
lel to the male patriotism and the public sphere.
Yet, Livermore all but condemns the thousands
of unknown women who disguised themselves as men
in order to face combat during the war. She condoned
a few notable exceptions such as Mrs. Katie Brownwell,
who accompanied her husband's 5th Rhode Island Regi-
ment into battle. When Mrs. Brownwell's husband
"was pronounced physically unfit for further service
and discharged, she also sought a discharge and re-
tired with him to private life and domestic duty" (119).
Thus, it was permissible for women to accompany their
husbands to battle in order to serve as caretaker, though
over all it was far better to act as a "ministering angel"
and heal a wound rather than inflict one (120).
III. Ministering Angels—Breaking or Enforcing
Boundaries?
In Louisa May Alcott's (a former Civil War nurse)
short story, "The Brothers," the role of the Northern
Civil War nurse is nebulously defined. The short story
opens with Miss Dane's chores as a seamstress, though
we learn she is actually sewing a shroud for a dead
soldier. Yet because of her abolitionist convictions, she
views taking charge of a crazy rebel prisoner as per-
versity because, as she tells the reader, "I am an aboli-
tionist" and wishes to show "these people" that
"though I cannot quite love my enemies, I am willing
to take care of them" (13). Along with the rebel, she
takes a contraband as her attendant. The conflict in
the story hinges on the narrator's ability to distinguish
between the contraband's status as a freedman and as
a servant: although Miss Dane orders him about as a
typical male orderly, she respects him infinitely more,
which enables her to save him from the crime of mur-
dering the Confederate rebel, his brother. Ultimately,
Alcott uses the story as a means of preaching from an
abolitionist standpoint upon the evils of war, though it
makes the role of Civil War nurse rather unclear. For
instance, how many servants did Miss Dane have work-
ing beneath her? What kind of interaction did these
people of different classes and genders have?
Women nurses, or ministering angels, as they
were sometimes called, caused quite a scandal in the
North throughout the war years due to their (in some
instances paid) entrance into the public sphere, or more
specifically, into the masculine sphere of war. While
many contemporaries and even current scholars com-
pared their experiences to those of men, their duties,
depending on their situation, were much more elusive
of definition. In late April 1861, Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell
formed the Woman's Central Relief Association, which
established a training program for nurses. However,
Dorothea Dix, and not Dr. Blackwell, was appointed
Superintendent of Army Nurses by the government
(Massey 98). Blackwell allied herself and her organi-
zation with the United States Sanitary Commission of-
ficially in September of 1861 becoming another one of
its auxiliaries. However, though Blackwell continued
to send trained nurses to Dix through October, they
were not placed as head nurses, but "worn down with
menial and purely mechanical duties, additional to the
more responsible offices and duties of nursing" (Rose
98). Blackwell's nurses were not treated as women but
as "the objects of continual evil speaking among coarse
subordinates... with poor wages and little sympathy"
(Rose 98).1
Instead, Blackwell sent her Woman's Central Re-
lief Association-trained nurses only to Sanitary Com-
mission posts where "allied by class and social status
with the officers and physicians of the Commission,
these women were assured the supervisory powers and
social deference which had escaped their nurses in
Washington's military hospitals" (Rose 100). While this
information testified to the inefficiency of government
relief and aid, it also suggests that the disregard of gen-
der and rank experienced by these women in military
hospitals was utterly unacceptable. Underlying the in-
appropriate positions received by these highly quali-
fied nurses lay the underlining principle that although
these women were active in the public sphere, they
1 The above sentences are quoted within the text from Documents of the United States Sanitary Commission.
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deserved and required the same treatment they re-
ceived in the domestic (women's) space.
Bruce Catton, in his "Foreword" to the letters of
the young nurse Cornelia Hancock, noted that she had
a similar experience to young men going off to war. At
23, Hancock rode to Gettysburg after the battle with
Dr. Child, her brother-in-law. Catton explained that she
went off to war as the men themselves had gone—to-
tally unprepared and untrained, and responded with-
out hesitation to the presentation of a challenge. Like
the men, she found that war's reality was not much
like its advance notices. Like the men also, she met with
the reality head-on, without a whimper, and did her
competent best to cope with it. (4)
According to Catton, then, Cornelia experienced
a largely male reaction to the war; it could be assumed
also that her response to the battlefield would be a
largely "male" one, active, aggressive and un-flinch-
ing. However, upon her arrival at the battlefield,
Cornelia "went from one pallet to another with pencil,
paper, and stamps in hand, and spent the rest of that
night in writing letters from the soldiers to their fami-
lies and friends" (Jaquette 7). Though it seems strange
that she did not help to alleviate the soldiers' physical
pain (this is not to say that the task of writing letters
was an unworthy one), it is important to realize that
Hancock was bound, even in the battlefield, by
gendered constraints. As Hancock noted in her own
introduction, "in those days it was considered indeco-
rous for angels of mercy to appear otherwise than gray-
haired and spectacled;" and was rejected as a nurse by
Dorothea Dix herself (Jaquette 6). She burst boundaries
enough by simply being a young, attractive, un-chap-
eroned woman on a battlefield who refused to adhere
to Dix's conventional authority. She constantly empha-
sized, in her letters home to family, the propriety of
her position, emphasizing that the work " is more su-
perintending than real work" (16). Many nurses, like
Cornelia Hancock, were motivated to enlist their ser-
vices out of feelings of patriotism, compassion and an
opportunity to live independently of their families.
Some desired fame or excitement and many nurses
thought, including Hancock herself, they were doing
something privileged, that other civilian women were
incapable of doing (Massey 44).2
Katharine Wormeley also wrote to assure her
friends and relatives of the safety of her virtue while
aboard a Sanitary Commission floating hospital (a hos-
pital on board a ship provided by the War Department)
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during the Peninsular campaign. Female superinten-
dents, like Wormeley and other women on board, "were
expected to oversee the linen, the patients' clothing,
the storeroom, and the household supplies" in addi-
tion to having the charge of other nurses in their wards
(Ross 101). The floating hospitals (under the supervi-
sion of Genera] Secretary of the Commission and abo-
litionist, Frederick Law Olmsted) "were organized
along class, gender and racial lines. . . and presented
an opportunity to prove that refined women had some-
thing unique to contribute to hospital management"
(RosslOl). Olmsted or the rest of the Sanitary Commis-
sion, however did not mean these women, to become
seasoned battle nurses, which is exactly what happened
according to Kristie Ross. She argued that the experi-
ence of Katharine Wormeley and others on board the
hospital boat evolved, and thereby undermined, "bour-
geois gender distinctions" as a result of their esprit de
corps" (Ross 98).
Olmsted and the Commission, as well as the ini-
tial female volunteers, viewed themselves as organiz-
ers, brought in to superintend the incapable govern-
ment as well as members of the lower classes, who or-
ganizers characterized as "simple, irresponsible, and
scatterbrained,"(Ross 102). These lower class servants
responsible for executing the orders of the women su-
perintendents were paid male orderlies, contrabands
as well as working class white and black women. These
women, like Cornelia Hancock, had to explain their
duties to concerned relatives. Harriet Whitten wrote
in a letter to a disapproving relative that "You must
understand that there are men nurses and orderlies
detailed so that we volunteer ladies have nothing dis-
agreeable to do. Administering medicines and food
and caring for them in every way as if they were our
brothers is what we have to do" (qtd. Ross 103). While
statements such as these emphasize the very little these
women had to do with the "real work" of a hospital,
they also reveal the concern others felt about women's
virtue. Therefore, while these women, according to
Mary Livermore, learned to disregard class and creed
resulting from the Sanitary Commission's development
of a shared channel for the patriotism of all women,
women aboard this transport hospital did not wash
their own laundry or that of the men they cared for.
While not all hospitals provided such easy superintend-
ing (indeed not all volunteer units were composed of
members of the social elite), it seems dear that the heart
of the Sanitary Commission's efforts were geared to-
2 Massey and Ross both describe women nurses who regarded their situation as one requiring special stamina. Also, Corneilia
Hancock writes in a letter to her niece that "I am doing all a woman can do to help the war along, and, therefore I feel no
responsibility [about not being able to read the newspapers]. If people take an interest in me because I am a heroine, it is a
great mistake for I feel like anything but a heroine" (21). It is unclear whether this comment directly refers to soemthing her
niece wrote in her last letter, or in a newspaper article featuring Hancock's activities, but what is dear is Hancock's aware-
ness that she is doing something unusual. After leaving a hospital, she notes, almost impressed by her own stamina, that she
"stayed longer in that place than any other white person in the United States would have" (48).
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wards involving middle and upper-middle-class, re-
fined women in the war effort. These women experi-
enced the war differently than women laundresses or
cooks who took their orders.
During the Civil War, 5,600 women acted as
"Nurses" in Union hospitals, all of who were white
members of the middle class. However, according to
Elizabeth Leonard, 10,000 women worked in union
hospitals, two thirds of whom were working-class
white and black women (261). These working-class
women took the jobs "that required contact with the
bodily functions of strangers," which were deemed too
indecorous for the white "nurses" superintending
(Leonard 261). While superintendents such as Rebecca
Usher of Maine simply "became. . . acquainted with
and provid[ed] sisterly (or maternal) companionship
to the men that surrounded [them]" the "other women"
served as cooks or laundresses, standing "there in the
steam all the time," doing the grueling menial labor.
Usher, as a member of the middle-class remained sepa-
rate even from the supervision of such work, as she
had no desire to stand with women in the steam
"arranging] the work and see[ing] that it goes on well"
(259; 258).
IV. Tempering the Ministering Angel of Mercy with
the Angel of Justice
Although this can only be a very limited discus-
sion of the radical women's movement as it continued
throughout the Civil War, it is important to note that
the goals of women's rights advocates such as Susan
B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton were almost
in direct opposition to those of Mary Livermore and
the Sanitary Commission. In May 1863, Stanton, An-
thony and several other radical women's enfranchise-
ment advocates gathered in New York City to form the
Woman's National Loyal League, the first national po-
litical women's network. The organization, as Stanton
and Anthony envisioned, "would not call upon women
to knit socks, roll bandages, or make jam or jellies for
the wounded soldiers" (Venet 102). Instead, the League
"was dedicated to a radical principal of abolition of sla-
very-and would be based on the idea of female partici-
pation in the political sphere" (Venet 102). The League's
initial objective was to collect petitions from every state
of the Union calling for the abolition of slavery, and
then to present that petition to Congress. As Venet's
title so eloquently states, women had neither ballots
nor bullets to ensure the consideration of the point of
view; thus their petition campaign was their only
means of penetration into the governmental arena.
While this essay is not the place to describe the
radical protests against Stanton, and particularly, An-
thony, it is worthy to mention that while they raised
100,000 signatures in February, 1864, they were ex-
tremely difficult to obtain (Venet 121). Stanton, by this
time a gifted politician, urged women's activism in
terms of morality and virtue, which parallels the strat-
egy for recruitment undertaken by the Sanitary Com-
mission. She urged women to "remember the angels
of Mercy and Justice are twin sisters, and ever walk
hand in hand" (qtd. in Venet 116). Venet argued that
by using "womanly " rhetoric and by participating in
the language of the ideal woman, she obtained a
broader appeal. However, she claimed that Anthony
and Stanton went a step further, that in "founding a
national women's organization with political aims,
Stanton and Anthony were taking yet another step
away from the emphasis on moral suasion that had
characterized so much antebellum reform sentiment"
(106). Unlike the Sanitary Commission, the League's
underlying goals for women did not lie rooted to the
domestic sphere. While the Sanitary Commission pro-
vided an outlet for women to express patriotism, they
did so by distributing women's work, which they did
mostly within the privacy of their own homes.
Activists like Stanton and Anthony envisioned a
much broader and more continuous result from
women's patriotic involvement in the public sphere.
For women, the war was an opportunity for assertion,
as it was for men: women must "prove their readiness
for enfranchisement by patriotically supporting the war
effort, by becoming informed on political questions,
and by exercising their political right of petition on
behalf of the slave" (Venet 116). The issue of slavery
had an extremely broad moral appeal to women, how-
ever, the important aim of the petition, for Stanton, was
to prove women as responsible, socially competent citi-
zens. Although the ratification of the Fourteenth
Amendment passed without a clause ensuring the en-
franchisement of women, the emergence of this type
of political activism and awareness on the part of edu-
cated women not only foreshadows women's contin-
ued involvement in the public sphere, but also illus-
trates the variety of aims with which women became
involved in the war.
V. Conclusion
Northern women during the Civil War experi-
enced the actual horrors of war much more remotely
than did women of the South. Their wartime experi-
ences reinforced the structures of the antebellum pe-
riod (local and regional aid and relief societies) while
nationalizing that experience at the same time through
large amalgamations like the United States Sanitary
Commission. While this organization served as a na-
tionalizing force, it is important to realize that it pre-
served the existing, race, class and gender definitions
and distinctions of the pre-War period. Northern
women relied upon an already existing and evolving
structure of social codes and organizations to support
soldiers during the Civil War, which does not make
their actions radical or proto-feminist. Furthermore,
women's experiences, regarding gender, were not nec-
essarily uniform; lower-class women working as laun-
dresses and cooks in hospitals had very different expe-
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riences from the middle-class, white nurses who su-
perintended them. Perhaps the war provided the kind
of unifying experience for white middle-class women
as Mary Livermore described, though, it appeared that
the war polarized women, as represented by those
women who joined the Woman's National Loyal
League. These women used patriotism as a springboard
for political activism for women's enfranchisement;
they became increasingly active and disruptive of gen-
der boundaries after the Fourteenth Amendment's fail-
ure to incorporate women. While Northern women's
contributions to the war were all valuable, it is impor-
tant to understand the complexity of their range of po-
sitions and experiences in order to avoid generalizing
them into a unified entity.
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Is Soka Gakkai USA Socially Engaged?
Dan Fisher '01
Introduction
A large part of the discussion about socially en-
gaged Buddhism has always involved the question of
how valid it is as an idea in the first place. Scholars
have hotly debated both the place of social engagement
as a broad idea in Buddhism, as well as the place of
certain concepts of social engagement. The field of
Buddhist studies has found itself wondering such
things as whether or not there is room for gay dharma
or ideas of human rights in Buddhism, or whether these
are secular humanist interests around which Buddhism
is being callously accommodated. Regardless of the
debate, socially engaged Buddhism has been accepted
by Buddhologists as a concept to be explored with some
academic rigor. Scholars ask questions of certain Bud-
dhist practitioners and organizations, such as "Can we
consider this person or group socially engaged?" Soka
Gakkai USA, the American branch of Soka Gakkai In-
ternational, the Nichiren Buddhist group that has its
home base in Japan and is one of the largest Buddhist
organizations in the world, has strangely managed to
avoid this type of scrutiny. Is Soka Gakkai USA what
scholars would consider to be a socially engaged Bud-
dhist presence? To answer this question, we must first
establish both a history of Soka Gakkai USA and a
working definition of socially engaged Buddhism.
A Brief History of Soka Gakkai USA
Soka Gakkai USA is a wing of Soka Gakkai Inter-
national, the world's largest Buddhist organization,
which is affiliated with the Nichiren lineage of Bud-
dhism in Japan. The Nichiren lineage began in Japan
during the Kamakura period, which saw many changes
in the Buddhist tradition in Japan. In fact as Daisetz
Suzuki put it, "Were the history of the spiritual life of
the Japanese to be written, I think its center would have
to be placed in the Kamakura period" (75). Nichiren
(1222-1282) was a student of the Tendai school of Bud-
dhism, who broke away from monastic training after
growing dissatisfied with what it offered.1 Nichiren
ultimately decided that complete faith in The Lotus
Sutra and devotional worship in the form of chanting
to it was the only way to liberation from suffering. The
chant that he spread as sacred was "Namu myo-horen-
ge-kyo," or "Salutation to The Lotus Sutra." "Anyone
who pronounced it would attain Buddhahood, acquire
moral virtue, and become on this earth an embodiment
of paradise" argued Nichiren (Robinson and Johnson
205).
Soka Gakkai International was begun in 1930 as
a "lay Buddhist educational movement" dedicated to
the ideas of Nichiren, even the chanting, which is still
an integral part of the organization today (Chappell
184). The founder was a Japanese school administra-
tor named Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, and the work and
teachings of he and his two primary successors, Josei
Toda and current organizational leader Daisaku Ikeda,
gave the most shape to what the group has become
today. "[Soka Gakkai's] goal, as understood by [them],
is to help individuals achieve enlightenment and hap-
piness in the present world, and by so doing to create a
harmonious society" (Hammond and Machacek 13-4).
The organization continues to expand each year, but
first reached the United States in the middle 1950s, due
in no small part to the Japanese wives of veterans of
the second World War, as well as immigrant families
(24). Today, Soka Gakkai USA is by far the largest and
most racially and culturally diverse Buddhist organi-
zation in the country.
Engaged Buddhism
It is probably correct to state that socially engaged
Buddhism as a practice has existed since the time of
the Buddha himself, but as a term, "engaged Bud-
dhism" was first used in the late 1960s by the Vener-
able Thich Nhat Hanh (Queen 6). It was the title of a
volume he wrote shortly after founding the Vietnam-
ese Buddhist university of Van Hanh (Hunt-Perry and
Fine 38). Thich Nhat Hanh only exceptionally articu-
lated ideas that had been on the tips of the tongues of
many Buddhists and had been seen in practice for cen-
turies (particularly in his home country). Socially en-
gaged Buddhism, as described by Thich Nhat Hanh
and others who have followed in his example, envi-
sions a Buddhism that extends out from the medita-
tion cushion into the world of social needs and ills
around the practitioner. But rather than viewing this
participation in the world as contrary to or separate
from Buddhist practice, socially engaged Buddhist
theory sees this effort as ideal, right practice. There-
fore, socially engaged Buddhism is about Buddhists
investing themselves in the world in order to help it as
they can. In other words, realizing and practicing Bud-
dhist compassion. The scholar of engaged Buddhism,
Christopher S. Queen, outlines three main components
to socially engaged Buddhism that he sees as common
to all the different types of activities and attitudes that
he would descibe as "socially engaged Buddhism":
awareness, identification, and action (6-7). What is
meant by awareness is what is discussed in much Bud-
dhist literature as "mindfulness": "the essence of a
buddha, an 'Awakened One/ whose deep wisdom
comes from seeing the true constituents and interde-
pendence of oneself and the world" (6). The second
component of socially engaged Buddhism that Queen
describes is identification, which he understands as a
sense of powerful, personal connections with all other
beings and their situations. This connection only comes
with serious contemplation of "oneness" with others,
not simply conceptualizing this notion. "First becom-
ing aware of the sufferings of others by seeing, hear-
ing, and acknowledging their experience, one then has
'compassion/ or'sym-pathy/ a co-feeling or fellow-feel-
ing that, unlike pity, dissolves the boundary between
onself and the other," he writes (6). Lastly, Queen iden-
tifies action that somehow applies the knowledge that
comes with awareness and identification as a key com-
ponent to socially engaged Buddhism (6-7).2 Socially
engaged Buddhists are those Buddhists who are ac-
tively involved with the world and invested in trying
to change situations and circumstances for the better,
as "better" is understood in Buddhism.
The Question
And so now, with the appropriate history and
definitions, we return to the thesis of the paper and the
question that it begs: Is Soka Gakkai USA "socially
engaged" as we understand socially engaged Bud-
dhism? In answer to the question of whether or not
Soka Gakka International, and its branch in the United
States of America, would be considered socially en-
gaged, we should make an attempt to classify the vari-
ous ways to consider social engagement. Firstly, we
should try to answer the question of whether or not
the philosophy and practices of Soka Gakkai USA pro-
mote social engagement, however specifically or
broadly. As we have seen above, the understanding of
Buddhism expressed by Soka Gakkai has been one typi-
fied by an emphasis on ideas of the individual and their
enlightenment, or betterment of their station in life
through Buddhist practice. Although concentration is
placed on individual work, this necessarily involves
relationships with others and the world: individuals
certainly cannot improve themselves without improv-
ing, at least by default, the ways in which they approach
the social world.3 Chappell writes, in answering the
question of Soka Gakkai social engagement himself,
that "this [way of approaching Buddhism] means that
members must change not only their inner spirit, but
also their personal relations, their physical surround-
ings, and the conditions of others. True happiness is
[both] social and material, and involves the happiness
of others" (201-2). So, if we are trying to determine
whether or not Soka Gakkai dogma espouses ideas of
social action and engagement, the answer would be
resoundingly in the affirmative. Clearly, the organiza-
tion promotes ideas that, while being directed at indi-
vidual followers' senses of self, in the end have a much
loftier goal: that of some sense of social amity.
Next, we should aim to present a broad picture
of the ways in which Soka Gakkai, but particularly Soka
Gakkai USA, becomes actively engaged with both the
international world and the communities around the
group's various national branches. In other words,
what types of activities are being put together by the
group to allow them either to contribute to the social
world as an organization or to enable and empower
their members to do so? While we will focus on Soka
Gakkai USA, its work is going to need to be put into an
appropriate context. It is necessary to spend some time
discussing the work, especially the early work, of Soka
Gakkai in its national base of Japan. An exploration of
these Japanese efforts, however tangential it may seem,
will provide an opportunity for us to understand Soka
Gakkai USA's efforts in the proper perspective. It
would seem a fair assumption to say that the work of
Soka Gakkai in its birthplace certainly set trends for
independent actions and efforts orchestrated by the
organization's various national groups. The following
section will seek to help demonstrate the truth in this
speculation, which is, in essence, a significant piece of
the ultimate thesis of this research paper.
Soka Gakkai Social Engagement in Japan
The primary contribution of Soka Gakkai on the
international level, but also on a smaller national level
in a way, would be the creation of the Soka Gakkai-
affiliated political party known in Japan as Komeito.
Certainly no organizational contribution to social en-
gagement could be as noticeable and potentially affect-
ing as an entirely new political party. Komeito's birth
came in Japan in 1964, not long after Ikeda first occu-
pied the role of organizational leader for Soka Gakkai
(Metraux 17). A radical reform party with interests in
addressing issues of social justice, Komeito (which was
also known as the "Clean Government Party"), not
unlike America's Green Party, came about as the result
of a growing concern amongst a group of individuals
affiliated with a particular movement, in this case a
religious movement. But this ideological base proved
to be a factor in the party's ultimate undoing as well:
1 For more information on the Tendai schools and the various Japanese traditions that existed and were created in the time
of Nichiren, I suggest reading further in Robinson and Johnson (Belmont: Wadsworth, 1982).
2 Queen himself has edited two books on socially engaged Buddism, Engaged Buddhism: Liberation Movements in Asia
(Albany: SUNY P, 1996) with Sallie B. King, and Engaged Buddhism in the West (Boston: Wisdom, 2000). The fact that
Queen has concentrated two subsantial books and numerous journal articles on socially engaged Buddhism will give you
some idea of how wide-ranged socially engaged Buddhist practice is.
3 This would seem to be an appropriate way to view the Theravada Buddhisf s relationship with social engagement, as well,
as it is often misunderstood as being all about complete withdrawal from everything and denying all parts of life.
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despite their work to promote ideas of religious free-
dom and diversity, because of its roots in Soka Gakkai,
it became easy to stigmatize Komeito and it "drew sus-
picion as a 'religious' party" (Hammond and Machacek
18). Soka Gakkai and Komeito formally broke ties a
short six years after Komeito's founding (Metraux 17).
In 1995, the party, in an effort to put more distance be-
tween itself and its legacy, changed its name to the New
Frontier Party. Since its inception and to this day, the
party holds a steady ten percent of the seats in the Japa-
nese Diet and is the country's third largest political
party (Metraux 2). The failure of Soka Gakkai to main-
tain its association with Komeito in no way to me seems
to suggest a flagged attempt by the organization to af-
fect social change within the tools of Japan's democratic
system. Rather, it says to me that, not unlike the way
undesirable political connections are sometimes cut by
parties in other countries, an unfortunate or potentially
problematic tie can have a devastating effect on any
group or individual. In the end, Soka Gakkai's efforts
in the political realm with Komeito suggest an ambi-
tious and idealistic effort in social engagement on their
part. The ultimate dissolution of the tie would seem to
be very difficult to trace to ineptitude on the part of
Soka Gakkai in any way. On the contrary, it would
seem that the group did all it could do to illustrate how
non-partisan, even-handed, and unbiased it struggled
to make the party appear. However, it would not be
an ending or a failure difficult for the group to walk
away from unscathed. In fact, the opposite became true.
Years later, a calm Ikeda would, in commenting about
politics, say, "Someone once said that humanity has
never been successful in political matters. But if man
persists in making failures, human misery may never
fade from the earth" (Toynbee and Ikeda 145).
Other efforts by Soka Gakkai, both the early la-
bors and widespread international work stemming
from Japan, are broad-based and varied. Hammond
and Machacek iterate this point in their book, writing:
Soka Gakkai has diversified its involvement in Japa-
nese society, founding a university [Soka Univer-
sity in Japan], art museum, a concert association [the
Min-On Concert Association], a publishing empire,
and elementary and secondary schools based on the
educational theory of Makiguchi [the Soka School
System]". (18)4
Their work in Japan has been creative in seeking
both to engage itself in society and to engage the soci-
ety in it. In addition to its contributions to the fields of
politics and education, Soka Gakkai International has
also established summits and seminars dedicated to
discussing issues of global peace processes, Buddhism,
social justice, and environmentalist ethics. In fact, the
most recent series of seminars, begun in January of this
year, was concerned with the need for a universal en-
vironmental ethic ("Need for Universal Environmen-
tal Ethic Stressed at Buddhist-Sponsored Seminars
Across Asia" 1). For Soka Gakkai International, estab-
lishing educational centers—whether they be formal
schools, educational reform organizations, or a mu-
seum or artistic series—has been integral to their work
of contributing to the greater good.
One might make the observation that Soka Gakkai
International's social engagement is primarily focused
on affecting change through public channels such as
politics, education, and arts and entertainment. But
the organization has made sure to be active in both ser-
vice work and international relief efforts. Individual
branches throughout Japan (and also the world) are
active in various community service and outreach
projects. International work is also a very important
part of the organization's efforts. The group is active
in dialoging between the United Nations, regularly
submitting proposals for peace and suggestions for
actions that would provide for the security of those
without it. The Soka Gakkai Youth Peace Congress has
also been active in efforts to help refugees displaced
from such areas as, most recently, Kosovo ("Support
the World's Refugees Return to Independence" 1). It
would seem that Soka Gakkai International, despite its
reputation as an organization promoting individual
empowerment, is not only socially engaged, but also
some sort of model of engaged Buddhism: for every
type of problem or social ill, Soka Gakkai seems to of-
fer a response. As of yet, no issues has appeared to be
too daunting for it, and no idea too ambitious.
Social Engagement in Soka Gakkai USA
So now that we have some understanding of the
impetuses behind the very early socially engaged ac-
tions of Soka Gakkai, as well as the group's current
projects conducted as an international entity, we can
begin an investigation into Soka Gakkai USA's own
socially engaged actions with some insight into the
organization's historical strategies and ideas regarding
engagement. The United States, however, provides
some interesting new challenges and possibilities as the
world's proverbial "melting pot." For instance,
Chappell speculates on the possibility of its racial di-
versity (which the organization does much to cultivate
and foster) as a socially engaged contribution: "In the
60s, 70s, and 80s, SGI's recruitment of a diverse mem-
bership was not aimed at directly challenging the so-
cial structure, but of fulfilling its own promise" (201).
Unlike its international, parental organization,
4 Soka University in Japan was founded in 1971 in Hachioji and offers undergraduate and graduate degrees in a fairly wide
range of academic programs; the Min-On Concert Association is a performing arts group which promotes cultural exchange
through the organization of artistic series; the Soka School System is an organization that works to create and promote and




Soka Gakkai USA does not create its own socially en-
gaged programming and then employ Soka Gakkai
Buddhists to put it all into place. Social engagement
within Soka Gakkai USA is not clearly apparent, but
suggested in services in makes available and advocates.
Chappell writes, "Although the Santa Monica national
office does not directly initiate efforts to change exter-
nal social structures, it encourages social engagement
under local leadership, especially in the areas of'peace,
education, and culture'" (203-4). Regional groups
across the country put together community outreach
programs, service projects and trips, cultural festivals,
exhibits, and demonstrations, allowing for all differ-
ent sorts of representation and participation in various
capacities. Similar to Soka Gakkai International, how-
ever, Soka Gakkai USA is currently working to create
an American counterpart to Soka University, which will
open in 2001 (Chappell 204). And not unlike projects
undertaken by the Japanese constituents, Soka Gakkai
USA involves itself internationally, by working on re-
lief efforts and contributing the ongoing Soka-UN dia-
logue.
Another noteworthy accomplishment by Soka
Gakkai in the United States is the establishment of the
Boston Research Center for the 21st Century. The Cen-
ter, founded in 1993 by Ikeda, is dedicated to fostering
conversations and seminars dedicated to solving issues
of peace and social justice for the new millennia. Ac-
cording to their literature, the BRC has three objectives:
1) To further the development of open, continu-
ous dialogue among people of all points of view as a
means of creating peaceful relations and preventing
violent confrontation;
2) to participate in the global movement among
concerned citizens, scientists, and other intellectual
leaders to evolve a broad consensus in favor of life-
affirming human values; and
3) to develop a philosophical and practical basis
for creating harmony among different peoples, cultures,
and religions (3).
"The threefold purpose of the Boston Research
Center is explicitly aimed at social transformation,"
writes Chappell (214).
Conclusion
Looking at all of this work in light of Queen's
outline for the three components of socially engaged
Buddhism, we should again ask if Soka Gakkai USA
can be considered engaged. In terms of perpetuating
awareness, identification, and action in its followers,
Soka Gakkai USA seems to have done a fine job. The
organization did start out as an educational reform
group, so teaching should be a strong suit for them and
in communicating ideas about Buddhism and concepts
of service, the organizers have been careful to keep their
social engagement decidedly "Buddhist." As
Hammond and Machacek wrote about Soka Gakkai,
"The ascetic nature of Nichiren Buddhism, or the im-
pulse to reform social conditions in light of religious
convictions, is the driving force behind Soka Gakkai
activities" (14).
In conclusion, we again return to the original
question: Is the work of Soka Gakkai USA what we
would consider socially engaged Buddhism? The an-
swer to this question would seem to be a very obvious
yes, despite the group not exactly having a reputation
for being as such. Soka Gakkai USA (or Soka Gakkai
International, for that matter) is certainly not mentioned
in the same breath by scholars of socially engaged Bud-
dhism as Thich Nhat Hanh, the Zen Peacemaker Or-
der, His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet,
Sulak Sivaraksa, Maha Ghosananda, or the Buddhist
Peace Fellowship. And yet, it seems to be doing as
much, if not more in some cases, than some of these
individuals and organizations. The reason for its rela-
tive invisibility on the socially engaged Buddhism ra-
dar possibly has something to do with the group's repu-
tation among the American Buddhist community as an
evangelical, dharma-skewing society of individuals
looking to better their own financial situation, with all
other concerns falling peripheral to that.
Although, as Chappell points out, Soka Gakkai
has "attracted a greater diversity of races and classes
of people in its first three decades than any other Bud-
dhist organization," it is attributed almost exclusively
as a Buddhism of lower classes and minorities in the
United States. A review of costs for teachings, retreats,
dharma items, and literature in this country will quickly
tell any observer that being a Buddhist in America is
an expensive proposition, which is why American Bud-
dhism, at the moment, seems to be a phenomenon
among the predominantly white upper-middle class.
In particular, the various Zen and Tibetan traditions
have been most popular among the white upper-
middle class, which explains why the various elements
of Buddhism that have captured the public's attention
in this country have come from these traditions.
Chappell points out "the recent book A Complete Guide
to Buddhist America lists over one thousand centers
and includes all white American groups, but omits Soka
Gakkai and Jodo Shinshu, the two largest Buddhist
organizations in America" (184). By its harshest crit-
ics, Soka Gakkai USA is also looked at as a Buddhism
that preys on lower classes and minorities, even with
coercion. Chappell writes of reports of shady recruit-
ing and misunderstanding of the dharma, "Outsiders
often say that Soka Gakkai tricks people to join by brib-
ing them with the promise that you can get whatever
you want if you just chant for it, especially material
objects such as money and cars" (196-7). In 1996, Soka
Gakkai launched a website — www.clearingup.com —
dedicated to settling rumors about the organization.
The questions that they have addressed at the site range
from being as broad as inquiring into whether or not
the organization harasses or has harassed people in
Articulate 2001
20
order to recruit them, to being as specific as "Was
[Ikeda] hospitalized [in September of 1996] to avoid a
sexual harassment charge?" ("Incidents Archive" 1).
In many ways, the case could be made just as eas-
ily that Soka Gakkai International and USA have
brought much of this criticism upon themselves. It may
or may not be the case that Soka Gakkai has been un-
fairly marginalized by the upper echelon of Buddhist
America. But these types of issues, which play into
determining the reasons behind why the efforts of Soka
Gakkai go unchecked, and are striking, really necessi-
tate a paper of their own. In the end, in this paper I
just want to answer a simple question; the rest is a task
for either expansion or an entirely separate work.
And so our simple question has been answered
in the affirmative. Soka Gakkai USA functions as a
socially engaged Buddhist force in this country, for
better or for worse. Although there are concerns raised
above about the validity of the organization's commit-
ment to Buddhism—even Nichiren's teachings of it—
Soka Gakkai USA at least on the surface of its specifi-
cally socially engaged work and programs harbors a
commitment to the types of ideas that socially engaged
Buddhist philosophy itself is founded on. As Queen
shrewdly observed in regards to the issue of similari-
ties between Nichiren's social philosophy and engaged
Buddhist dogma:
We learn of the Nichiren Buddhist doctrine of esho
funi, "the oneness of self and the world," and heal-
ing (or wholing) of mind, body, self, and society that
engaged Buddhists have discovered in Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction programs and the Gay Bud-
dhist Fellowhip in SanFrancisco. (6)
Queen here likens the attitude of Nichiren Bud-
dhists with that of some of the most creative and radi-
cal engaged, "new" Buddhist practitioners and pro-
grammers. That attitude has carried over into the
Nichiren sect's contemporary, politically and socially
progressive establishment, Soka Gakkai International.
Its national affiliate, Soka Gakkai USA, in seeking to
perpetuate the ideals of the larger entity, has not only
contributed significantly to the remarkable history of
Buddhism's transmission to America by attracting the
widest range of followers, but also by establishing it-
self as an organization with strikingly ambitious prac-
tices of social engagement. Despite its present lack of
lip service, anyone involved in engaged Buddhist stud-
ies would do well to take note of the extraordinary work
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The Deconstruction of the Femme Fatale in Chinatown
Kristina Garvin '01
The femme fatale, a constant fixture in the film noir
genre, underwent a serious revision in Roman
Polanski's Chinatown (1974) that signaled a new, per-
haps more pessimistic world view emerging from this
particular genre. In addition, the gritty realism of this
emerging shift in film noir shaped the view of women
by portraying female characters more truthfully on the
screen. Rather than being the cunning, carelessly cruel
femme fatale that became so familiar in an earlier time,
thanks to Double Indemnity (1944) and The Maltese Fal-
con (1941), Faye Dunaway's Evelyn Mulwray is a vic-
tim—motivated in her actions and able to elicit sym-
pathy from viewers. However, instead of restoring
some semblance of order in seeing Evelyn Mulwray
succeed, Polanski does not allow any type of justice to
prevail in his movie—no matter how small or insig-
nificant. As we walk away from Chinatown, we realize
that justice has no place in a world where patriarchy is
insurmountable at best—and hideously corrupt at
worst.
An attempt to restore order in post World War II
America led to the inception of femmes fatales in films
noir. The femme fatale in early noir was symbolic of the
threat to masculinity; in portraying these women as evil
and without restraint, filmmakers were attempting to
instill distrust of women's changing roles in American
society. In previous movies like Double Indemnity and
The Maltese Falcon, the femmes fatales were portrayed as
ruthless and with classic, unexplained motives like lust
or greed. These women were beyond rationale; they
had "no explanation for their relentless pain or greed"
(Rich 6). Chinatown therefore, is what one critic calls,
"an excellent benchmark whereby we can measure the
evolution of the genre" (Gischler). In this film, Polanski
was able to bring his unique perspective to the movie
in order to create a more realistic story involving wide-
spread corruption where the outcome sees no justice
at all, and women are assailed on all sides. Having
lost his wife Sharon Tate at the hands of the Manson
Family, and having later been incarcerated on counts
of statutory rape, Polanski knew that women were not
a threat to masculinity—instead a patriarchal society
was a threat to them. In Chinatown, Polanski
deconstructs the idea of a femme fatale in order to por-
tray the world as it truly is: hostile, unjust, and with-
out an enduring regard for women.
Absent from Chinatown along with the femme fa-
tale is the traditional role of the "good girl." Instead of
a clear dichotomy between good and bad, we have only
Evelyn Mulwray who is a mixture of good and bad,
innocence and knowledge, integrity and hypocrisy. In
an early scene, a different woman appears, very much
in the tradition of Brigid O'Shaughnessy from The Mal-
tese Falcon, and attempts to steal Evelyn's identity in
order to ruin the reputation of Hollis Mulwray, an en-
gineer at the water plant. As the fake Mrs. Mulwray is
exposed, the initial image of the femme fatale is nulli-
fied. From some of the first scenes in the movie, we
know that this is not going to be a typical noir—and
therefore the femme fatale will be anything but predict-
able, and definitely should not conform to the estab-
lished character type in the genre.
In addition, J. J. Gittes, the private detective, has
his first encounter with the true Evelyn Mulwray as
she inadvertently hears him sharing a crass joke with
his operatives. "You're screwing just like a Chinaman!"
he shouts, just as he becomes aware that he is being
watched by the true Mrs. Mulwray. Seconds later he
discovers that he has committed a serious professional
blunder by publicizing Hollis Mulwray's case of infi-
delity. In her first scene, Mrs. Mulwray is tactful, em-
powered, and self-assured. "I don't get tough with
anyone, Mr. Gittes" she states, "my lawyer does." Jake,
who should typically be a master of these situations
like Spade in The Maltese Falcon, is presented as a tact-
less fool, and Evelyn is collected and in control—un-
like Brigid O'Shaughnessy whose early moment in the
film shows her awkwardly giving Spade an inadequate
amount of money.
However, in the following scenes we see Evelyn
backing down from her firm position. At first it may
seem as if she has something to hide like the usual sus-
picious femme fatale, but in reality, she is at the mercy of
a controlling patriarchal hierarchy. For Evelyn, her
husband's involvement in some kind of intrigue is "per-
sonal, it's very personal." At one point, she retorts,
"Mr. Gittes, don't tell me how I feel." According to
Lyons, "Mary Astor's Brigid merely pretended to fra-
gility; Dunaway's Evelyn is a speaking wound, a shiv-
ering fork, every word brought reluctant and broken
out of the realm of the unutterable (even when she is
discussing iced tea), every gesture sketching at a re-
membered blow" (52). Evelyn brings to mind Brigid
in these scenes—but her pain and suffering are real,
despite the viewer's initial beliefs. Polanski refuses to
fall into the cliches etched into memory by Mary Astor-
-and therefore creates an even more memorable char-
acter.
Evelyn is the victim of a long-standing patriar-
chal system that dominates not only Los Angeles but
also her personal life. The patriarchy that operates in
the movie is far greater than that of Gittes' private in-
vestigator authority, or the authority of the police. It
may include the police—but this patriarchy that con-
Articulate 2001
trols everything is linked with a corrupt public utility
system, namely the system that controls water flow.
As we later discover, the person that is on the top of
this organized system of corruption is Noah Cross,
Evelyn's father. She is, of course, as Jake asserts, "hid-
ing something"—but regretfully. After Jake blatantly
asserts this fact, Evelyn expresses a wish to come clean
on the details, but he drives away noisily and stifles
her voice. It is an interesting moment in the movie—
one that aptly demonstrates Evelyn's ambivalence and
uncharacteristic wish to make things right. But Evelyn
is only one person, and more importantly she is female,
so she faces an insurmountable feat in trying to repair
the damage that her father has done. Lindberg states,
When Polanski first read the script of Chinatown he
thought it was "a potentially first-rate thriller show-
ing how the history and boundaries of L. A. had been
fashioned by human greed." He made it into some-
thing a bit more radical than that. In the end, the
movie's various plot strands, involving local poli-
tics in the Los Angeles of the SCXs, incest, and mur-
der, do not actually come together, but the point of
it all is dear enough, echoing yet another theme of
the period—the powerlessness of the individual
against economic and political evil. (63)
Both Evelyn and Jake are individuals—in some
cases working against one another. Jake prods Evelyn
for information that she refuses to divulge—perhaps
because it is too painful—and when he pries it from
her in the end it is too late to affect the outcome.
Unlike most of the femmes fatales in early films
noir, we discover a tremendous amount of information
about Evelyn's private life and therefore are able to
understand her problems. Sexual dysfunction is a part
of Evelyn's life and early up-bringing. When Jake grills
her on the details of her father's relationship with Hollis
Mulwray, Evelyn manifests obvious signs of discom-
fort, lighting a second cigarette when she already has
one going. Evelyn, as it turns out, had married her
father's business partner who was considerably older
than she was. One gets the feeling that the marriage
was arranged, or determined by forces outside of
Evelyn's control. Discussions about her other extra-
marital affairs leave Evelyn especially uneasy. She tells
Jake, "I don't see anyone for very long." When we later
discover that Evelyn, as a young teenager, had an in-
cestuous relationship with her father and produced a
child, it doesn't come as a surprise. Noah Cross is domi-
nant, manipulative, and controlling of his daughter's
sexuality. At one point he asks Jake blatantly if Jake is
sleeping with his daughter. He tells Jake, "You're deal-
ing with a disturbed woman who just lost her husband.
... You may think you know what you're dealing with,
but believe me you don't." Noah Cross is the movie's
evil center; his name even hints at "water and patriar-
chy and incest" (Lyons 52). Throughout the course of
the film and the characterization of Noah Cross, Evelyn
goes from being frustratingly vague in the amount of
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information she will divulge to being viewed as an
unwilling victim. At several points in the movie she
appears to be a guilty femme fatale—she withholds in-
formation from Jake, has suspicious motives for drop-
ping her lawsuit against Jake, and appears at one point
to be imprisoning Hollis Mulwray's girlfriend. We later
learn that the girlfriend is both her daughter and her
sister, thus once again discrediting our impulse to make
Evelyn the femme fatale.
The amoral nature of this world seems to be em-
bodied in the idea of Chinatown, and later in the movie
we see the driving force behind the amorality that
causes the destruction of Evelyn, as well as Jake's quest
for justice. The movie isn't set in Chinatown except
for its last scene, but it makes references to this place
quite often. Chinatown was the district Jake worked
in while in the police force, and though we do not know
much about his job, we get the feeling that Chinatown
was a chaotic place lacking order and morality.
Chinatown, according to Jake, "bothers everybody that
works there. For me it was just bad luck." There is the
idea that things in Chinatown were out of Jake's con-
trol, and he pursued his career as a private investiga-
tor to claim some authority. Unfortunately, the L.A.
that Jake struggles to investigate is just as deadly, "an
area of random, meaningless, and omnipotent malevo-
lence where the worst that can conceivably occur will"
(Lyons 53). In the midst of this madness is an ineffec-
tual police force, deprived of any power and controlled
by the same patriarchal system that controls the water
utilities. Throughout the movie, we see the police mak-
ing consistent mistakes regarding the Hollis Mulwray
case. For the first part of the movie, they automati-
cally declare his murder an accident, and later in the
movie they become a force which Jack must evade in
order to discover the truth. Jake is simultaneously
working against the all-powerful Noah Cross, the un-
truthful Evelyn, and the dishonest police force. "Jake's
good will goes unrewarded," says Victor Gischler. "He
cannot overcome the corrupt society he fights against,
the society referred to metaphorically as Chinatown.
The cops' pursuit of law and order is not the same as
Jake's pursuit of justice."
The police, as having a firm foothold in the patri-
archal system that only seeks to destroy justice, also
play into the victimization of Evelyn Mulwray. They
fail to protect her in the end, and instead restrain Jake
from helping her and her daughter/sister escape from
Noah Cross, who "owns the police," according to
Evelyn. Rather than upholding their duty to serve and
protect the people, they destroy any semblance of jus-
tice and truth, making it impossible for Jake to solve
the case and bring relief to Evelyn and her family. A
member of the police force accidentally shoots Evelyn
while she driving to her escape. According to Lyons,
It all dimaxes, or bottoms out, in Chinatown, where
Jake, handcuffed to a hotheaded cop, is powerless
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to stop Evelyn from winging her father or the hot-
headed cop from shooting Evelyn in the head or
Noah Cross from repossessing his daughter/grand-
daughter, with who knows what intentions. "Oh
Lord, Lord/' wails Cross as he solicitously but vainly
tries to cover Katharine's eyes from looking at her
blooded mother. (53)
Near the end of the movie, we see Jake going
against the inanity of the law to protect Evelyn and
Katharine from their father. Jake, by this time, knows
that Evelyn is a victim worth saving just as we do, and
it takes precedence over solving the case of Hollis' death
or exposing the fraud of the water company.
The last scene ensues with pure chaos, resulting
in several shots fired—one by Evelyn that hits Noah,
and one by the police officer that accidentally hits
Evelyn. Katharine screams uncontrollably, blood
ripples down Evelyn's face and clothing, and Jake is
banished from the crime scene. "As little as possible,"
Jake mumbles to the police, meaning perhaps that this
awful fate was decided before anyone could have done
anything to affect the outcome. "Forget it Jake, it's
Chinatown," his partner tells him at the very end of
the movie. Determinism hangs heavily in the air as
the credits roll up on the screen, and most disturbing
of all is the fact that Noah Cross has taken his daugh-
ter/granddaughter away, suggesting that this victim-
ization of a teenage girl could happen all over again.
"Chinatown finally belongs to Cross, its Harry Lime,"
writes Lyons. "Gittes' wit has been silenced; Evelyn is
dead" (53). Indeed, the alleged femmefatale who turned
out differently from our expectations is gone, no longer
able to tell her own story or make things right. Lyons
writes, "it is the power of Chinatown, the silkiest of noirs
on the surface but blackest at heart, to lure us to the
brink of this nihilism" (53). And in discrediting the
notion of Evelyn as strict femmefatale, the film exposes
the underlying notion that the cruel world of L.A. does
nothing but destroy people, and women in particular.
How much does Chinatown reflect Polanski's
world view? The nihilism and pessimism, in part, can
certainly be credited to the loss of his wife to the
Manson family. Polanski gives the sense of being a
helpless watcher in his movies, as what Lindberg calls,
"a peeper at life through keyholes" (61). In addition,
"the 'amorality' of his movies combines with the sub-
jective viewpoint of the camera, in this reading, to put
the audience as well in the position of a peeper" (61).
The fact that the corruption of teenage girls is central
to Chinatown is interesting, seeing as how Polanski him-
self was caught in a scandal involving a teenage girl
and was rumored to have been involved with several
others. It is contradictory, in a way, that Chinatown it-
self is associated with debauchery and loss of inno-
cence, when Polanski himself lived these damaging
ideas. Of the teenage girls that he had known, Polanski
said, "like so many girls of their age, they had untapped
reserves of intelligence and imagination. They weren't
using their bodies to further their careers [. . .] they
didn't want to hear about distribution rights or film
finance—not even about the Manson murders. And
they were more beautiful [...] than they would ever be
again" (qtd. in Lindberg, 64). Now considered a some-
what sympathetic person suffering from a mental ill-
ness, Polanski's intimate knowledge of the dark secrets
of degeneration was probably an asset in directing
Chinatown. While Polanski's life is certainly nothing to
admire, it contains plain authority when speaking
about nihilism, corruption and the gravity of lost inno-
cence. Chinatown may be how the world appeared from
Polanski's point of view—a world where brutal mur-
der can happen in one's home, a world where sexual
predators are as familiar as one's own self.
The clear notion of a traditional femme fatale is
absent from Chinatown because Polanski knew that the
femme fatale was a false construction. And because
Chinatown is extremely realistic and with no favorable
outcome, having a multifaceted leading female char-
acter is extremely important to the credibility of the
motion picture. However, the world in which this re-
alistic woman exists is cruel and without justice or an
emerging truth. Though the portrayal of women seems
more favorable in this film, the portrayal of the world
in general is increasingly pessimistic, deterministic and
hopeless. This encroaching form of despair claims not
only women, but also men like JJ. Gittes, and all oth-
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Contradiction Through Opposition: The Microcosm in Capodistria's Resurrected Self
Philip D. Miller '01
Author's Note:
The Alexandria Quartet is a series of four novels
(Justine, Balthazar, Mountolive, and Clea) by Lawrence
Durrell set in pre-World War II Alexandria, Egypt. This
paper examines a scene from Clea in which Darley, Clea,
and Balthazar visit the gravesite of Capodistria on the anni-
versary of his birthday. Darley, the narrator, and himself a
writer, depicts the strangeness of events surrounding their
"pilgrimage/' as Clea, an artist and Darley's lover, reads
from a letter sent to Balthazar, flieir friend, a doctor and prac-
titioner of Cabalism, by none oilier than Capodistria (Da
Capo) himself. The first novel, Justine, concluded with the
"accidental" death of Capodistria; we come to learn, how-
ever, gradually, that Capodistria is, in fact, fully alive, his
"post-deceased" whereabouts being reported in his letter. In
the essay, I investigate how this seemingly absurd set of cir-
cumstances (and details revealed in Capodistria's letter) ex-
ist as part of the larger structure of the Quartet, bringing to
light the elements of philosophical opposition that underlie
Durrell's work.
Capodistria.. .how does he fit in? He is more of a gob-
lin than a man, you would think.
—Justine, 33.
In somewhat a strange sense, Capodistria's letter
to Balthazar in Book III of Clea encapsulates elements
of contradiction pervasive in the Alexandria Quartet.
("Strange" because the letter seems so "out of place"
within the narrative of Clea.) The reader is absolutely
taken aback by the letter itself—despite Balthazar's
warning about its "fantastic" contents. In presenting
the letter, it seems as though Durrell has taken us com-
pletely out of the world of Alexandria to create a
pseudo-science fiction story in embryonic form. It is
most appropriate, then, that the letter itself should be
penned by a character "resurrected" from the dead, and
situated in a place far from Alexandria. The letter is
remarkable, specifically in relation to the rest of the
novel (from which it seems so removed), in that it
makes explicit the tensions between light and darkness,
free choice and determined actions, and ethical ambi-
guity from an ambiguous "facticity," that are implicit
in the construction of the four books. I am interested in
exploring the ways in which Capodistria's story reveals
the centrality of these concerns within the other nov-
els. To do this, I look at Capodistria's letter and un-
cover the elements that shed light on Durrell's concep-
tion of the diametric oppositions underlying the Quar-
tet.
We begin with a strange enough occasion: "This
was the ceremonial placing of flowers on Capodistria's
grave on the anniversary of the Great Porn's birthday.
'I have the express authority of Capodistria himself
[Balthazar] explained. 'Indeed he himself always pays
for the flowers every year'" (Clea 197). The introduc-
tion of the letter is thus marked by the absurdity of the
situation itself: Darley, Balthazar, and Clea walk to the
grave of the not-so-dead Capodistria to place flowers
there on the anniversary of his (Capodistria's) birth-
day—flowers that Da Capo has, in fact, paid for. That
this is an absurd pilgrimage to the gravesite of
Capodistria is noted by Balthazar in a brief introduc-
tion to the letter: "His graveside is, now I come to think
of it, a most appropriate place to read his account of
his experiments!" (197). In one sense, the gravesite is
an appropriate location to reveal Capodistria's recent
activities for their "Luciferian" nature—Capodistria
having plunged into "Black Magic." Additionally, the
letter seems, on face, an absurd account of, to say the
least, bizarre occurrences; it seems proper, then, that
such a tale should be recounted at the apex of such a
bizarre journey.
Finally, Da Capo's grave is an appropriate place
to read the letter in that it is, itself, the source of the
polar opposition reflected by the story. Here we stand,
at the grave marked "Not Lost But Gone Before"—the
place of "eternal rest" for a man not yet dead, marking
the anniversary of his birth at his own request; it is con-
sistent that this physical point of opposition (between
life and death) should ultimately reveal the opposition
that underlies the novels. We can imagine the stillness
of the deserted cemetery, belied by the "high and
bright" sunshine, warm enough to compel Balthazar
to remove his coat and hat. We stand facing an impos-
ing grave that "had achieved a fearsome vulgarity of
decoration which was almost mind-wounding," (197)
adorned with cherubs, scrolls, and floral wreaths, all
for a man who "sits all day on the terrace of the Bro-
kers' Club watching the women pass, with the restless
eye of someone endlessly shuffling through an old
soiled pack of cards" (Justine 34). The irony, noted by
Darley, is striking; but such a setting prepares us to re-
alize the force of the letter. It is utterly absurd, it seems
wholly "fantastic," it is out of place with the story, yet
perfectly suited to the Quartet's sense of contradiction;
in sum, it is completely Alexandrian.
Balthazar asks Clea to read the letter: "I would
like to hear it through once, to see if it sounds less fan-
tastic or more" (198). Obliging, she begins with
Capodistria's address to Balthazar: "My dear M.B." It
seems interesting that Capodistria should borrow the
nickname affixed to Balthazar by Pursewarden—Mel-
ancholia Borealis—a strange nickname for Balthazar it-
self: "A tribute to my alleged Judaic gloom," he re-
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marks. The reference seems especially out of place in
relation to the "restored" Balthazar, having "rubbed out
the age" revealed by his hair, becoming "once more,
the old Balthazar, with his sapient dark eyes turned
ironically on the doings of the city" (197). The "ironic"
characterization, is, however, fitting: Balthazar's eyes
are turned ironically on the doings of Capodistria, ironi-
cally on the actions perpetrated and recorded by a man
already dead. But certainly Balthazar can no longer be
characterized as melancholy, certainly not in response
to Da Capo's letter which he seems to regard with an
air of not-so subdued humor. Even in this brief pre-
lude to the letter, then, Durrell indicates the tension
between the old and the new: the alleged melancholy
of Balthazar set up against his renewed vigor and ironic
disposition. Analogously, we contrast the old and new
Capodistria: the old, goblin-like, deadDa Capo, against
his resurrected self.
In some way, then, Balthazar and Capodistria are
both "rubbed out of their age." And this reminds us of
the "truth" articulated by Balthazar in the second book
of the Quartet bearing his name: "Truth.. .is what most
contradicts itself in time" (Balthazar 23). The truth of
Capodistria's death is, prima facie, contradicted;
Balthazar's age and infirmity are contradicted by
Mnemjian's "ministrations" (Clea 197). Thus it is ap-
propriate that Capodistria's letter reveals this connec-
tion to the contradiction of truth in time—Balthazar's
sentiment is immediately followed by Pursewarden:
"If things were always what they seemed, how impov-
erished would be the imagination of man!" (Balthazar
23). Our imagination is made more fruitful by the con-
tradiction of Capodistria's death. Likewise our view
of the Quartet is expanded by the absurdity of Da
Capo's "new-life." The reference to Balthazar's nick-
name coined by Pursewarden thus straightforwardly
reveals this level of contradiction. Pursewarden recog-
nizes that truth contradicts itself in time, and this is
what makes meaningful human experience. How dull
the story would be were it not for the contradictions
revealed! The dichotomy between truth and (the pos-
sibility of) reality drives the experience detailed in the
Quartet. And this is precisely the point of Balthazar. In
Justine, Darley got it all wrong. Why?—because reflec-
tion from the present does not allow us to capture the
past: truth contradicts itself in time, hence we cannot
ascertain the truth that was from the situation that is.
Capodistria writes: "I did not know then that my
path was not the path of Light but of Darkness. I would
have confused it morally or ethically with good and
evil at the time. Now I recognise the path I am treading
as simply the counterpoise—the bottom end of the see-
saw, as it were—which keeps the light side up in the
air" (Clea 198). There is a certain ethical nihilism ex-
pressed by Capodistria in this passage. His "Luciferian"
activities follow the path of Darkness, though this is
not to be confused with the morally/ethically evil, nor
should it reveal a dichotomy between good and bad.
Rather, the path he follows is a necessary condition for
the possibility of Light. We note an explicit tension,
then, between the dualism of light and darkness and
Capodistria's effort to break down the distinction be-
tween good and evil. The path he follows is that of the
Dark, though this does not affirm the polar opposition
of Light/Dark and Good/Evil.
The language of Light and Darkness and the ne-
cessity of one to support the other is reminiscent of
much of the "mirror-language" that pervades the Quar-
tet. Of the initial romantic encounter between
Mountolive and Leila, Durrell writes: "But she was
there so close, harmlessly close, smiling and wrinkling
up her nose, that he could only take her in his arms,
stumbling forward like a man into a mirror" (Mountolive
28). The mirror-reflection is, itself, amoral. We cannot
say that the reflection is "good" or "bad," but rather
necessary for the image itself. Similarly, Capodistria's
path through Darkness, he claims, is merely a neces-
sary aspect of the dualism of Light and Darkness. We
imagine Mountolive stumbling forward, arms ex-
tended, prepared to crash into his own mirror-image.
In the scene with Leila, this depiction reveals the un-
ease with which one encounters oneself, and the dread
of "crashing" into one's own reflection. In the letter to
Balthazar, Capodistria avoids precisely such an encoun-
ter. He recognizes that he follows the path of Darkness,
but denies this is the ethically evil: his position contra-
dicts that which he would have taken earlier. Durrell
makes explicit, then, another tension, of the truth with
which Capodistria confronts his "new self": he writes
to Balthazar that in his previous correspondence he had
evaded a substantive account of his new life—yet we
wonder the extent to which he now reveals the "truth."
His sense of the morally good and evil has contradicted
itself in time in an effort to overcome this dichotomy:
he approaches his "new self," however, as if he were
stumbling into a mirror. The picture he draws for
Balthazar is of the necessary mirror-image, the neces-
sity of his "resurrected life" in contradiction to his old,
dead self. The contradiction is thus revealed, yet the ten-
sion remains: the truth of Da Capo's past, his death,
has been overturned, but contradiction (between light/
dark, good/evil—despite his claim to the contrary)
persists in his experience after death.
Capodistria proceeds to depict the "defrocked
Italian monk" with whom he makes acquaintance, and
his project of alchemy, concerned with "increasing
man's interior hold on himself" (Clea 199). That this
alchemist/monk is "defrocked" is particularly relevant.
The reference to a religion "perverted" can be made
with respect to the Coptic Church or the practice of
Cabalism by Balthazar, et al. This reference establishes
the diametric nature of religious practice as witnessed
in the Quartet. As Coptic Christians, the Hosnanis are
defined in opposition to the Islamic majority and the
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Roman Catholic (or Protestant) Church(es). Balthazar's
study of the Cabal is done in secret: a practice of Dark-
ness, perhaps, hidden from the Light, while itself de-
voted to the explication of such dichotomies. Most ex-
plicitly, this reference legitimates the "Black Magic"
practiced by Capodistria as the Dark side of religious
practice: alchemy is concerned with "man's" hold on
himself (his soul), through practice, while not evil, that
exists necessarily to keep "acceptable" religious prac-
tices "in the air."
Further, Capodistria suggests that the practice of
alchemy is "something which eminently fitted [his] na-
ture" (Clea 199). The suggestion here of essentialism
seems to reveal yet another tension, between one's na-
ture and the necessity of contradiction in time. It does
not seem to follow, for Capodistria, that alchemy could
be something fitted to his nature: that his "self" has been
contradicted (at least through death) seems to
problematize any project that seeks to investigate
"man's hold" on his own nature. The reference to es-
sentialism, however, shows another way in which we
can view this notion of contradiction. In Balthazar, for
example, Balthazar's "interlinear" notes reveal the
"mistaken perception" of Darley's Justine. In what
sense, though, we ask, can Balthazar's revisions be any
more correct? This tension gives rise to a perspectivism
that is reflected in Da Capo's new-found "nature."
Though truth may contradict itself in time, it is ulti-
mately subject to one's perspective, which conditions
the nature of any contradiction. In Justine, for example,
following the "death" of Capodistria, Darley remarks:
"It was clearly an accident" (218). Maybe so and maybe
not; in any case, it turns out that "it," viz. Capodistria's
death, actually refers to nothing. From Darley's perspec-
tive, this is a meaningful statement that contradicts it-
self in time; for Capodistria, however, the suggestion
that his death was an accident could never be mean-
ingful in the first place. Thus the contradiction (or lack
thereof) is the product of one's perspective, which al-
lows for the possibility of different truth-claims and
reveals the tension in the (prospect of) a notion of es-
sential truth or essential self.
From this general discussion of alchemy,
Capodistria's letter moves to a completely new level
of strangeness with the introduction of the Austrian
Baron and his project ofgeneratio homunculi. He writes:
[T]his Baron had.. .ah! My dear Balthazar, had actu-
ally produced ten homunculi which he called his
"prophesying spirits." They were preserved in the
huge glass canisters which they use hereabouts for
washing olives or to preserve fruit, and they lived
in water...They were produced or "patterned," to
use his own expression, in the course of five weeks
of intense thought and ritual. (Clea 200)
The absurdity of the story seems, at this point, to
remove us completely from any sense of normalcy
which may have preceded the letter. Even in this de-
piction, however, we note references to themes of con-
tradiction already present in the Quartet (not to men-
tion the apparent "fantasy"/ "reality" dichotomy). Two
such references seem explicit: (1) In Arnauti's Moeurs,
the author writes (of Justine): "I had fallen in love. The
very thought filled me with an inexplicable despair and
disgust. It was as if I unconsciously realized that in her
I had met my evil genius" (Justine 73). The project of
generatio homunculi and one's falling in love certainly
seem disparate events, though they are connected,
somewhat ironically, by the mention of an "evil genius."
Arnauti's characterization of love actually seems to be
consistent with Capodistria's story—evoking despair
and disgust. But in the reference to an evil genius,
Justine is likened to Capodistria's Austrian Baron.
(Durrell does this in another way, as well, viz. through
reference to Justine's "Jewishness": to make visible the
red and blue spirits, the Baron repeats words in He-
brew; also in Hebrew he questions the homunculi about
future events.) This reference to Justine makes appar-
ent the tensions in the love-relationship, with respect
to the absurdity of the creation of the homunculi. Love,
like all other "truths," contradicts itself in time, and in
all its wonder and awe ultimately produces despair and
disgust. The love-relationships involving and sur-
rounding Justine are, like the homunculi, both real and
fantasy (witness, e.g., the interlinear of Balthazar, or
the relationship between Mountolive and Leila). Love
is the creation of our own perspective; produced, by
us, only to be contradicted or destroyed in time, like
the ten homunculi of the Austrian Baron.
(2) Darley writes: "We were all held there, so to
speak, in the misty solution of everyday life out of
which futurity was to crystallize whatever drama lay
ahead" (Justine 169). The inhabitants of Alexandria, the
subjects of the Quartet, just like the Baron's homunculi,
are held in a misty solution, waiting for the future to
"crystallize" itself. This reference to subjects floating
in the misty cloud of experience shows the dichotomy
between one's free will and the (pre)determination of
one's actions. This tension runs throughout the quar-
tet and is complicated by the factor of place as indicated
through reference to the influence/role of the city it-
self. In the first novel, Darley quotes Justine: "You talk
as if there was a choice. We are not strong or evil enough
to exercise choice. All this is part of an experiment ar-
ranged by something else, the city perhaps, or another
part of ourselves. How do I know?" (27). Or later, he
writes: "We are the children of our landscape; it dic-
tates behavior and even thought in the measure to
which we are responsive to it. I can think of no better
identification" (Justine 41). And more succinctly:
"...man is only an extension of the spirit of place"
(Justine 175).
That we are free to choose is a fact of our experi-
ence, and the Quartet is grounded in this supposition.
But so often this freedom is complicated by factors be-
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yond our immediate awareness (or control): this is the
tension pointed to in the creation of "prophesying spir-
its" by Capodistria's "evil genius." The sequence of his-
tory—up to the end of the century—lies beside Da Capo
as he writes to Balthazar, but this knowledge must be
tempered by the recognition that time contradicts that
which we hold to be true. We ask, then: in what sense
is it even possible to predict the future, if that future
itself will contradict the present from which the pre-
diction is made? This complication is made evident by
Capodistria himself: "And so, my dear friend, I have
chosen the Dark Path towards my own light. I know
now that I must follow it wherever it leads!" (Clea 204).
At the same time, Capodistria purports to choose his
path toward the Dark (which leads to his own "light"),
while acknowledging that he must follow this path wher-
ever it leads. In the same way, the subjects of Durrell's
Quartet choose their own paths, though confined by
the city itself and the necessity of contradiction in time.
I have only been able to hint at some of the ways
in which Capodistria's letter is a microcosm of the Quar-
tet itself (consider also, e.g., the role of the war as it
relates to the Baron's project—his suspected spying—
and the experience of war in Alexandria, or the "sta-
tion" of each homunculus and parallel relations to the
"real" characters); most fundamentally, however, it
points to the tensions in diametric oppositions that
underlie the four novels. Near the conclusion of Justine,
Darley writes: "Somewhere in the heart of experience
there is an order and a coherence which we might sur-
prise if we were attentive enough, loving enough, or
patient enough. Will there be time?" (221). In the heart
of the final novel, Durrell gives us a clue to interpret-
ing the whole. The letter from Capodistria does not
reveal a basic order or coherence, but rather a primi-
tive tension that shapes the Quartet. In its strangeness,
its absurdity, its break from "traditional" narrative, the
story makes explicit relations that exist throughout the
novels, encapsulated here, appropriately, in a story
which is, itself, so ripe with contradiction. Only through
overturning expectations of normalcy in narrative is
Durrell able to convey precisely that: the Alexandria
Quartet confronts contradiction and reveals how dia-
metric oppositions, overturned in time, shape our ex-
perience.
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